This memory was written by Joan Alt Belknap about her Grandmother’s Trunk. That was Emma 
Stewart Alt. Emma lived with the Joe Alt family and Joan was around 12 when she died. Because 
Emma’s husband died days before Joan was born, she often offered to look after the baby and they 
became very close as time went on. Written in the 1990's and revised in 2024. 


Very young children live in a world filled with wonder. Every second that whispers by leaves a tiny 
mark, unnoticed, until millions flow together in a child's vision of the world. 


As we get older, the process doesn't stop, but we become immune to the wonder around us. Logic 
and order take over and necessarily stuff our experiences aside. If we are lucky, some moments 
leave marks so strong that we can will them back, as vivid as when they happened, and we can feel 
them as the child we were then. 


My Grandfather died days before I was born. I landed at birth into my Grandmother's arms, and I 
was her constant companion. She died before I was old enough to ask her the questions that I 
wonder about now, but she and I often performed a ritual that gave me a good peek into her life. 


Closets as we know them today are a rather new thing. I remember my 
Grandmother's "closet" as a tall, narrow wooden wardrobe in which she 
hung her clothes on hooks. It had a shelf up high for those things 
which couldn't be hung. There was no miniature room in 
which to store all the things like those that collect in my 
own closet. All of Grandma's treasures were stored in a 
trunk that sat in an unheated storage room opening off 
her bedroom. 


I don't know what inner signal prompted us to seek out the 
trunk, but about six times a year my world became richer as 
we examined every item in it. The magic of it lasted for days 
afterward. 


In the finest tradition of storytellers, my Grandmother and I had 
an unwritten script to accompany each item. It was my job to decide which item to pick 
up first and what question to ask. It was her task to weave the story that was part of the fabric of her 
life. Had I known that the real treasure was to be found in that fabric, I wonder if I would have 
listened closely enough to remember it all. I can't remember all the words, but I 
remember the treasures themselves very well. 


One of my favorites was the walnut shell with a folding 
string of pictures inside. It was a souvenier from a trip to a 
faraway place. The pictures and I became one as I travelled 
to each place they represented. They were so small, I had 

to hold them up close to my face to see them. When I did 

so, the rest of the world went out of focus and I lost myself 
in them. I still have the walnut shell and the pictures, but no 
one since has seen the magic as I saw it then. My own 
daughter has probably been to many of them, but she couldn't 
have liked them any better than I. 


From the earliest time I can remember, I knew that the ivory fan with the peacock feathers was to be 
mine someday. Grandma claimed that it was just some old trinket that her brother had given her, but 
the way she gently caressed it told me a different story. I knew that it made her feel different to hold 
it, and it made me feel the same way. Today when | lift it from the modern chest it lays in, it looks 
ancient, decrepit. I have considered having it restored. Yet wets en 
when I close my eyes and let the incredibly soft white . . ee) Se 
feathers tease my throat, I know that it would not . aN | 
appreciate the restoration process. It would become %, 
something new and strange, without my Fin 
Grandma's scent, without my Grandma's touch. 


There were many other things in the trunk, but none left 
the stamp on my heart like the fan and the walnut. 


I still have my Grandma’s trunk. Now it holds the 
family Bibles and my grandfather's diaries. The 
other things from the trunk were shared elsewhere 
or stored as part of history collections. 


